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SUBJECT: SN3E 53-65: SHORT -TERM PROSPECTS IK SOUTH VIETNAM 


TEE PROBLEM 

To assess significant political forces and attitudes in 
South Vietnam, and to ir estimate the • prospects over the next month , 
or so. 


CONCLUSION 

General Khanh 1 s coup of 27 January has reduced the fever of 
Saigon’s political crisis for the moment, and has given Sout h 
Vietnam one more, perhaps fleeti ng, opportunity to find a viable 
government which can prosecute the war effort more effectively. 
However, given the lach of political consensus, the factional in- 
fighting, the increasingly inflammable new anti-Americanism and an 
almost certain increase of Communist pressures, particularly in the 
cities, we "believe that the. odds weigh heavily against success. 
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Catholics, the students, and the sects in Saigon and Hue, "but 
th e events of 27 January appear to have had almost no disturb ing 
effect in the provinces . The course of future events viU depend 
o n what the Buddhists do, whether^ the mi litary r egains reasonably 

co ncer ned handle .the explosive 

iss ue of anti-Americanism which the Buddhists exploited as a 

taCti ! al . ^.^®4J^^...?rohc.-bly With at 

Heast jtaclt military encouragement-. 

3 * ^ s ic Political! Determinants . South Vietnam is in the 
midst of a social and political revolution. In the political 
vacuum occasioned by French departure, power was init i ally 
assumed by an elite of French-educated and predominantly Catholic 
mandarin types, of whom Ngo Dinh Diem was both symbol and archetype. 

Pow er i s now passing to a much more "Vietnamese," militantly 
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nationalis tic a n d pot entialJyjcenoghobic groin? of which the 
p olitical bonze s and the military . 

This revolution is a formless thing, uncontrolled, and in many 
ways as genuinely spontaneous as such movements ever can be. It 
is something quite apart from the VC-directed insurgency, though 
the Communists are obviously exploiting it. This shift in the 
alignment^^dam^^U^ce a forces is responsible f or muc h 
0t — and Trill continue to witness — 
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on "the urban scene, particularly since this process involves 
the striking of new paver balances in the midst of a var and in 
a situation vhere no parliamentary traditions or institutions can 
effectively channel political conflict. 


Vr>5 


Tri Quang and the "Buddhist Movement. ” Because of the 
historical context in which this revolution developed, contending 
factions tend to group under religious labels. The issues involved, 
however, are ones of political power, not doctrine. The "Buddhist 

— - ... — ■ mM - , n „ ■■ ■ » nt m nr n > . — 

Movement" derives its political strength partly from the political 
acumen and demagogic skill of its leaders, but primarily from the 
fact that "Buddhism" has become the symbol of widespread and 
emotionally charged political aspirations. The bonzes who lead 
this so-called "Buddhist Movement" have found the excerise of 
P^nbical power both heady and habit forming. Their skins are 
thin and their memories long. They do not appear to desire the 
responsibilitie s of office or direct^participation in government, 
but are determined to _have_ a veto power javer major GVN policies 
and personnel.^Purthermore, as in many protest movements, no 
contender for primacy within the Buddhist leadership feels he can 
let a rival appear more "militant" than he. 
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6 . The Military Establi shment . Through a combination of. luck 
and political skill, Kkanh has managed to retain a paramount posi- 
tion vithin the military establishment, but he wears an uneasy 
crown. During 196^ there emerged a group of officers labelled the 
Young Turks who were IChanh' s principal source of strength during 

the -spring and summer, his salvation in September, but now constitute, 
collectively, his most potent rivals. Below the Young Turks (most 
of whom are now one star generals) there is another unstructured 
but perhaps even more restless and ambitious group of colonels and 
majors — unit commanders who during the past year have borne the 
brunt of the fighting and, for that mattery. actually executed most 
of the coups. 

7. With few exceptions, the military leaders are intensely 
nationalistic, anxious to get on with the war, and, in particular, 
desirous of seeing some concrete and consistent progress. Many 
military officers do not trust Khanh and not a few are resentful 
and suspicious of the Buddhists. Khanh remains in constant danger 
of being ousted — particularly if he should make too obvious a bid 
for personal political power or if his gambits should not soon 
begin to produce seme concrete results. 
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8. The Communists . The military establishment and the 
Buddhist movement have certainly long been prime targets for Com- 
munist penetration. The present military leadership seems resolutely 
anti -Communist even though the Viet Cong (VC) have almost certainly 
penetrated the military establishment at least enough to acquire im- 
pressive capabilities for collecting intelligence. The situation 
in the Buddhist movement is less clear, particularly since much of 
the Buddhists’ agitation lends itself so easily to Communist exploita- 
tion. There is no evidence that the movement itself is Communist- 
directed or controlled, but there are strong presumptive grounds 
for believing that Communist penetration is having some success. 

The student movement peems to have been even more vulnerable to 
Communist penetration. 

II. PRESENT FONER RELATIONS 



9» Kfcanh and Tri Quang. There is evidence that the actual 
events of 27 January and the interim political solution then 
announced vere based on an arrangement cetveen Khanh and Tri 
Quang and strong grounds for suspicion that they cooperated for 
some time in preparing the crisis. The Buddhists never had any 
real grievances against Premier Euong and their campaign against 
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Vn'm derived primarily from rivalries within the Buddhist leader- 
ship. In November, Tri Quang’s main rival, Tam Chau, was euchred 
into lending his apparent support to a series of anti-GVN 
demonstrations which- Euong put down with military assistance. 


Tri Quang felt he could net let Tam Chau usurp the mantle of 
militancy, and Jumped to the head of the anti-Huong parade. 


10. Meanwhile, in the military, Khanhvas endeavoring to 
counter the rising power of the Young Turks ty resurrecting the 
Dalat generals. -The Young Turks, who in December more or less 
institutionalized themselves as the Armed Forces Council, met 
this gambit by proposing a decree to force the retirement of 
a number of senior officers, including the Dalat generals and 
Duong Van (Big) Minh. *Tr°r)b signed this decree — whether 
reluctantly or willingly we do not know — but its implementation 
was stalled by the High National Council, which Minh had chosen 
and hence included a number of his supporters. On 20 December, 
the Armed Forces Council (i.e., Khanh and the Young Turks) 
deposed the High National Council, though Huong and Chief of 
State Suu vere left in office. Again, we do not know whether 
Khanh followed or led the pack. When the military moved, the 
Buddhists prudently lay low and the US manifested its displeasure 
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H. After a short period, the Buddhists started up again. 

This time, however, their campaign had a new theme: anti- 

Americanism or, more precisely, opposition to the US Ambassador 
for his support for Huong. This gave the Buddhists* anti-Huong 
campaign an emotionally inflammatory ingredient it had hitherto 
lacked. However, it is extremely unlikely that the Buddhists 
would have dared strike this anti -US note without at least some 
assurance of tacit military "blessing. It is also obvious that 
this new theme was politically beneficial, and probably personally 
gratifying, to Khanh. It enabled him to solidify his position 
in the military establishment, at least temporarily, by playing 
cn the nationalist sentiments of his rivals. The renewed demonstra- 
tions made Huong* s position untenable. Tri Quang* s political 
face was saved by the ouster of Huong, to which he was publicly 
committed, Khanh obtained at least temporary hold over the levers 
of power, and in such a manner that his opponents could do little 
"but acquiesce. All this so clearly benefits both Khanh and Tri Quang 
that it seems unlikely to have been fortuitous. 


12. If Khanh and Tri Quang did cooperate in recent events, 
any alliance between Khanh and Tri Quang must be inherently 
unstable. Each strongly distrusts the other. Tri Quang is not 
likely to abide by any commitments made; signs of this, in fact, are 
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already "beginning to emerge. Unless he assumes the responsibilities 
of office, which he is unlikely to do, Tri Quang’s position as a 
militant leader of an emotionally charged movement almost requires 
that he continue to criticize governmental policy. On past 
form he is unlikely to "be a constructive critic, though he will 
probably take some care not to alienate the Young Turks. Khanh, 
for his part, cannot go too far in alienating the Buddhists — no 
Vietnamese politician can do this in present circumstances and 
survive in power — but neither can he be too accommodating to them 
without running the risk of being deposed by some of his military 
Most politically influential Vietnamese, civilian 
and military, have generally acquiesced in the 27 January 
solution, ’ though there is apprehension in some quarters. Further- 
more, there are influential officers who were not hap py with 
these arrangements and are probably determined to prevent Khanh 
from making a personal bid for permanent political office and 
from giving in too far to the ever demanding Buddhists. 


III. E EAR TEEM PROSPECTS 


3-3 • The present political arrangements in Saigon are avowedly 
temporary, and there is at least a faint chance that the scenario 
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announced for the ensuing veeks may hold promise for improved 
political stability in South Vietnam. However, in the present 
political context, tolerable stability can only be achieved if 
there is central government whose structure and ranking personnel 
are acceptable to the majority of the important military and 'he 
majority of important Buddhists — a contingency which cannot at 
present be judged likely. Neither cannot it be considered likely 
that a National Assembly, even if convened in March; v -- 1 devise a 
more permanent structure which meets Vietnamese desires and is 
adapted to current political power realities in South Vietnam. Yet 
if both these contingencies were met, the spring and summer migho 
see the evolution of a stronger base for prosectuing the counter- 
insurgency effort than has heretofore existed. The odds on such 
a fortunate outcome are considerably less than even. 

14. The course of events in the near-term future will be 
materially influenced by the ultimate effect of the extreme 
nationalist sentiments whipped up in recent veeks. Such sentiments, 
■because of their xenophobic and anti-US overtones, will obviously 
cause considerable complications for the US effort. There is a 
real danger that they could take a pro -neutralist turn which the 
Communists would certainly endeavor to fan and exploit and could 
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